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THE CURVE IN THE ARCHITECTURE
OF HERZOG & DE MEURON

Alexandra Castro!

The object of study of our Ph.D. work relates to the role of Geometry in contemporary
architecture. Through the study of concrete examples, we are particularly interested
in understanding the impact that, in the last 25 years, technological innovations and
changes in aesthetic paradigms and spatial concepts had in architecture, interfering
in the way Geometry, as a support tool for design, composition and construction of
architectural objects, is used in the creative act.

With this purpose, we have chosen as the main case study of our research the work
developed by the architects Herzog & de Meuron (HdM).

Besides being currently recognized as one of the most prestigious office
internationally, the architectural practice of HdM is based on a traditional approach
that, at least since Vitruve, considers drawing as a fundamental instrument of the
project research, integrating in its methodology the most advanced digital tools. In
this sense an analysis of HdM’s work allows us to decode and understand the
methodological transformations that have occurred in architecture in the last years
and are transversal to the contemporary practice.

Another aspect that interest us, in a very particular way, is the importance these Swiss
architects assign in the project to Geometry, becoming evident in an analysis of their
work the strong presence of Geometry, not only from the point of view of its practical
dimension but also of its theoretical dimension.

However, in this abstract we will focus on the specific theme of the curve. By curve
we mean the planar and spatial curves, but also the surfaces, ruled and curved, that
derive from it.

Through the reading of some of HAM’s projects, ranging from the initial moment of
their career to the most recent years, we want to make a critical recognition on the
use of the curve in their architecture. On the one hand, to identify the geometric nature
of the curves present in the projects and perceive the way in which they integrate the
architectural design, solving specific problems of the project, structuring its
composition and giving it an own internal consistency; on the other hand, to realize
which is the meaning behind the use of this geometric entity, what are the particular
ideas or concepts that the curved figure materialize, and if in its form is underlain a
particular vocation.

A transversal reading of the HAM’s projects where the curve appears allows us to
highlight some aspects of a more general character.

And if we look closely at some of their works in a chronological sequence, which
may begin at the Blue House (Oberwill, 1979-1980, Fig. 1a), where the curvature of
one of the longitudinal walls appears to give the building more volume and weight
and the circular windows of the top wall allude to the imaginary of Aldo Rossi, and
end at the National Library of Israel (Jerusalem, 2013), marked by the central void

' Ph.D. Program in Architecture, Faculty of Architecture of the University of Porto, Portugal,
macastro@argq.up.pt.
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drawn by a vertical sequence of decentered circles that interconnect the various floors
and culminate in a large circular light, it is possible to read an evolution in the
application of the curved figure.

Fig. 1. a) Blue House (Oberwil, 1979-1980); b) National Library of Israel (

i

Jerusalem, 2013)

If in an initial phase the curve appears, with a restrained expression, in a limited
number of projects, in the late 1990s the use of this geometric entity, as a means of
responding to design problems, turned out to be more frequent, acquiring a relevant
affirmation, from the early years of 2000, where it became a design theme
determining the image of the building.

This employment, increasingly significant, of curved figures of a great
expressiveness, is due not only to the change in scale and typology of the works that
HdM began to receive since 1995, but also to the progressive introduction of the
digital tools into their work process, which inevitably expanded the possibilities in
the exploration of the form by facilitating the mastery of complex geometries.

In HdM’s architecture, with the exception of a few projects the most significant of
which is the Hamburg Elbphilharmonie (Hamburg, 2001-2016), the curve doesn’t
acquire an excessive geometric complexity, often being based on the circumference
and the ruled surfaces derived from it.

Regardless of the geometric nature of the curve present in the project, in HIM’s work
this geometric entity appears in exceptional elements that have implicit in themselves
an apparent sense of self-referencing, or in elements to which is intended to confer
uniqueness and autonomy regarding the adjoining references, whether they are
existing or of the project.

This question is evident in the Cottbus University Library (Cottbus, 1998-2004),
where the undulating contour of the plan, defined by a set of circumferences tangent
to each other, gives body to an extremely continuous building in the shape that
purposely stands out from the surrounding urban architecture, to assert itself as an
individual landmark; or in the staircase elements located inside the buildings that
recurrently assume a spiral shape to become free-standing sculptural objects,
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detached from the architectural composition alignments, that guarantee in their
singularity an orientation within the building.

Fig. 2. a) Arena do Morro (Mae Luiza, 2011-2014); b) Laban Dance Centre (London, 1998-
2003); ¢c) New Headquarters for BBVA (Madrid, 2007-2015);
d) Blavatnik School of Government (Oxford, 2011-2015)

Observing the works of HdM, it is possible to group them according to the way in
which the curved figure integrates the architectural composition, allowing us to
clarify and highlight different design strategies associated to the application of the
curve in the project: (1) as a free undulating flowing element; (2) as a slight torsion
of the fagade; (3) as an exception in the regular mesh; (4) as the genesis of the
architectural composition.

While (1) is specific of a limited number of projects, such as the Kramlich Residence
(Oakville, 1997) or the Arena do Morro (Mae Luzia, 2011-2014, Fig. 2a), which point
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out the strong continuity inherent in the curve, (2), despite being associated to the
first manifestations of the curve in HdM’s architecture, such as the Housing
Pilotengasse (Vienna, 1987-1992) and the Laban Dance Centre (London, 1998-2003,
Fig. 2b), is a gesture that goes through all their work, reappearing in recent projects
such as the Kinderspital Zurich (Zurich, 2011) and the National Library of Israel
(Jerusalem, 2013, Fig. 1b), as a means to introduce, alternatively to the stiffness of
the plane, dynamism and vibration in the fagade that welcomes who arrives at the
building. The last two topics should be understood as strategies, in a certain way
opposite, that lead to different compositional and volumetric results.

If in (3) buildings like the Messe Basel (Basel, 2004-2013), the New Headquarters
for BBVA (Madrid, 2007-2015, Fig. 2¢) and the Kinderspital Zurich (Zurich, 2011)
testify to the curve’s ability to configure, in a regular architectural structure, reference
spaces that have a character of exception, and are associated most of times with
meeting, socializing and leisure; in (4), the Serpentine Gallery Pavilion (London,
2012), the Blavatnik School of Government (Oxford, 2011-2015, Fig. 2d) and the
Skolkovo Institute (Skolkovo, 2012) reveal the aggregate sense implicit in the closed
curve and its capacity in unifying the volume, giving it an autonomy regarding the
context.

This reading of HdM’s work reveals us the importance these architects give, in the
design practice, to Geometry. For them architecture is considered within a
disciplinary scope, being understood as an artistic practice, with a history and
tradtion, that has to be defined and reinvented from itself.

This means that they are not interested in arbitrary geometric possibilities or pure
experimentalisms. Geometry, on the other hand, is an integral part of their design
theory, being continually invoked, in a very conscious way, to solve the several
project themes, having the role of unifying the building as a whole.
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